Morbidity and mortality are greater among socially disadvantaged racial/ethnic groups and those of lower socioeconomic status (SES). Greater chronic stress exposure in disadvantaged groups may contribute to this by accelerating cellular aging, indexed by shorter age-adjusted telomere length. While studies consistently relate shorter leukocyte telomere length (LTL) to stress, the few studies, mostly from the UK, examining associations of LTL with SES have been mixed. The current study examined associations between educational attainment and LTL among 2599 high-functioning black and white adults age 70-79 from the Health, Aging and Body Composition Study. Multiple regression analyses tested associations of race/ethnicity, educational attainment and income with LTL, adjusting for potential confounders. Those with only a high school education had significantly shorter mean LTL (4806 basepairs) than those with post-high school education (4926 basepairs; B = 125, SE = 47.6, p = .009). A significant interaction of race and education (B = 207.8, SE = 98.7, p = .035) revealed more beneficial effects of post-high school education for blacks than for whites. Smokers had shorter LTL than non-smokers, but the association of education and LTL remained significant when smoking was covaried (B = 119.7, SE = 47.6, p = .012). While higher income was associated with longer LTL, the effect was not significant (p > .10). This study provides the first demonstration of an association between educational attainment and LTL in a US population where higher education appears to have a protective effect against telomere shortening, particularly in blacks.
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Introduction
All-cause mortality and rates of cardiovascular disease, stroke, arthritis, diabetes, and some forms of cancer are higher among socially disadvantaged populations (Braveman et al., 2010; Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, 2011; Singh and Hiatt, 2006) . Despite differences in contributing factors and mechanisms of specific diseases, individuals with lower socioeconomic status and/or who belong to some racial or ethnic groups are at higher risk for all of these adverse outcomes (Adler and Stewart, 2010) . Disparities in morbidity and mortality are seen at all stages of the lifespan, but their extent differs by age. Disparities are marked at birth, narrow during childhood and adolescence, and increase again during late adulthood up to age 65. After age 65, disparities associated with income persist but narrow, and differences between blacks and whites not only diminish but, in some cases, actually reverse, with lower mortality rates among older blacks than older whites (House et al., 1994; Kim and Miech, 2009) .
The association of both race/ethnicity and socioeconomic status with morbidity and mortality from a wide range of diseases suggests the existence of a common biological process related to social disadvantage that increases vulnerability to multiple health problems. Cellular aging, as reflected by leukocyte telomere length (LTL), is potentially such a process. Telomeres are DNA-protein complexes that cap the ends of chromosomes and protect against damage; when telomeres become too short, cells become more susceptible to neoplastic transformation, functionally impaired, and unable to divide; reaching senescence (Blackburn, 2000 (Blackburn, , 2001 . Senescent cells, in turn, tend to secrete pro-inflammatory cytokines and contribute to disease processes (Freund et al., 
